Changes in dendritic cell migration and activation during SIV infection suggest a role in initial viral spread and eventual immunosuppression.
Dendritic cells (DC) serve an essential function in linking the innate and acquired immune responses to antigen. Peripheral DC acquire antigen and migrate to draining lymph nodes, where they localize to the T cell-rich paracortex and function as potent antigen presenting cells. We examined the effects of human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) infection on DC function in vivo using the rhesus macaque/simian immunodeficiency virus (SIV) model. Our data show that during acute SIV infection, Langerhans cell density is reduced in skin and activated DC are increased in proportion in lymph nodes, whereas during AIDS, DC migration from skin and activation within lymph nodes are suppressed. These findings suggest that changes in DC function at different times during the course of infection may serve to promote virus dissemination and persistence: early during infection, DC mobilization may facilitate virus spread to susceptible lymph node T cell populations, whereas depressed DC function during advanced infection could promote generalized immunosuppression.